IT is a great pleasure to welcome the members of the British Dental Association to the University, especially on the occasion of the opening of our new Dental School. We feel that at last our Dental School has been afforded the opportunities it has so long desired, and that its new home will serve as a stimulus to the improvement of dental education and as an inspiration to dental research.
It must be, at least unusual for a medical man to have the opportunity to address such a vast body of dentists withouit any danger of contradiction. Of this I propose to take full advantage. We have much in common. Our ideals are the same. We strive by all means in our power to maintain the psychological and organic health of the members of the community which we serve. Our traditions are well established, and even as early as in the Edwin Smith papyrus, doctor and dentist exist side by side. We suffer from the same continuing optimism that the medicine or dentistry of to-day is so much better than before-so much better indeed that all our problems appear about to be solved.
Such optimism is not new. In the sixth century B.C. in the works of the Ancient Doctor-who may well be Alcmaeon of Croton-we read of the great scientific advances of the age. The eye had been dissected, the optic nerves discovered, the optic tracts traced back into the brain. It might indeed appear that medical science was complete.
In the eighteenth century Boerhaave in Leyden extols the world shaking and revolutionary innovations which during his life time had completely changed the aspect of medical science. In almost similar words Charcot in France repeats the sentiment. At the opening of the Medical School in Philadelphia in 1765, Morgan stated that "The Industry of many centuries has already been employed to bring Physic to that degree of perfection at which it has now arrived." A century and more later (1902) Osler was to write "Never has the outlook of the profession been brighter. Everywhere the physician is better trained and better equipped than he was 25 years ago. Disease is understood more thoroughly, studied more carefully, and treated more skilfully. The average sum of human suffering has been reduced in a way to made the angels rejoice. Diseases familiar to our fathers and grandfathers have disappeared, the death rate from others is falling to vanishing point, and public health measures have lessened the sorrows and brightened the lives of millions."
How often have we heard similar paeans of praise during our own life time as sulphonamides have been followed by penicillin, and penicillin by the tetracyclines and all the battery of modern antibiotics. Modern doctors and dentists might well be tempted into thinking that the achievements in our time are too momentous to be compared with the progress of medicine in any previous age.
Indeed all the great professional leaders praise the revolutionary innovations which during their life-time have, in their eyes, completely changed the foundations of medical science. This is our continuing optimism, for if all the recorded revolutions had been so successful medicine and dentistry would by now have emerged as complete sciences, whereas all of us really know that much has still to be done. There is still a future for disease which will engage our minds and our efforts for many generations to come.
Yet it is in the spirit of this continuing optimism that I dare to mention-for have we not the President of the General Dental Council before us-the question of dental education. One of the great problems of the modern university has been the absorption into its structure of what I would call vocational training. This is not a new problem-for Medicine and Law are now counted among the older faculties in most universities. Their absorption is now so complete that they are rarely mentioned in any discussion of the subject. Yet less than 100 years ago the medical graduate was by statute to be produced fully competent in the practice of medicine, surgery and obstetrics. Gradually with the increase in knowledge this has become impossible, so that more and more of the knowledge of techniques and, indeed, much of the art itself, has to be gained in post-graduate years. The primary medical qualification is more and more a qualification in the basic medical sciences, and so assumes increasingly a purely university quality. In the Law School, the adaptation to the University has always been more realistic, and the vocational techniques of the profession have been gained after the University course. However, there still remain difficulties in medicine in making such a clear division.
In dentistry, however, the graduate is graduated fully equipped in technique, able to practice from the date of his leaving University. Such a state can only be arrived at if much less time is devoted to the basic sciences than is occupied by the medical student. In other words the training is less geared to a university curriculum than to the acquisition of techniques. Both medicine and dentistry have as their aims the psychological an-d organic health of man. Is it too much to ask, indeed is it not essential, that their basic scientific training should be the same?
In medicine we philosophically regard surgery as a failure of medicine. We look forward to the time when surgery shall be no more-apart from traumatic surgery -and when the diseases that it presently treats shall be either prevented or rectified by medical means. Yet too often one confuses dentistry with dental surgery. Surely there is a dental medicine as a fruitful field for research and training.
As medicine delegates her techniques more and more to the post-graduate period it does not seem impossible to develop an undergraduate course which could be common to both our professions-nor beyond the wit of man to devise a technical which would be competent for the dental needs of the community. Such a course would not only give the student a more basic training, but would allow him to pursue his studies in depth so that he could better appreciate those advances which science will surely bring during his years of practice as a dentist. For the function of the University is not to produce the dentist for to-day but the dentist of the end of the century. His training in technique will make him proficient in his art, but it is his university training which will give him adeptness in his science, the mind trained to think, the ability to apply his thinking to the problem at hand, as well as that embellishment of culture which every professional man should possess.
I, too, may be guilty of the continuing optimism of our profession, but I would end by quoting Mian Azfal Hussain: "If d scientific man has not learned heresy, he has learnt nothing." It is because our honorary graduates have not only been leaders in their profession, but also somewhat of heretics to it that we take pleasure in welcoming them to-day.
